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ACADEMIC WRITING A N D
THEOLOGICAL INQUIRY
TERRY
ROBERTSON
Andrews University

Intmdwtion
Academic writing and research in the seminary context or the undergraduate
religon classroom can, at times, feel drsconnected from both the spiritual
formation of the writer and the task of ministry. A better understanding of
theologcal inquiry as a spiritual discipline and the community of inquiry in
whch knowledge is communicated and formed could provide a context in
whch that drsconnect may be addressed.
Two approaches to teaching academic wridng and research in theological
education have been discussed. First, Nancy Vyhmeister dehnes research as
"the search for truth-for God is truth-whether it be historical, scientific, or
theologcal-it is all God's truth."' For Vyhrneister, truth is objective, centered
in God, and is something to be sought.
Barry Hamilton suggests an alternative approach to the teaching of
research methods that focuses on the writer. He notes that
the research project as a theological enterprise does not stand as an isolated
object, but rather integrates the researcher's vocation into his/her spiritual and
intellectual forrnation:~he researcher must ask, 'What is God cal& me to do
in this project? How does my work as a researcher relate to my life's journey
with God? How has God led me thus far? How will this project influence the
course of this journey? How will this project shape my character? Will the
outcome be congruent with the vocation to which God has called meY2

Thus, for H a d t o n , the value of research relates to the person.
A comparison of these two approaches demonstrates that, for Vyhmeister,
truth is to be found outside and above us-it is a process of dscovery, whle
Hamilton's approach focuses on the spiritual formation of the writer and can
be understood as reflecting a process of spiritual growth. A third approach,
which I d develop in this article, views academic writing and theologcal
i n q q as a ministry, in which the writer is served by and, in turn, serves the
community of faith for the purpose of building a corporate knowledge of God.
Research is service and the drssernination of the knowledge of God in the
corporate experience of the community of faith. Research-method pedagogy
wrll be enriched when all three research approaches are incorporated in the
student's understandingof the academic-writingtask. Because I believe that the
'Nancy Jean Vyhmeister,Quakg Re~earchPapers: For Sfdents 4Rebgion and Theology
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001)' 2.

*Barry Hamilton, "A Model for Teaching Research Methods in Theological
Education," Summary ofProceedngs oftheAmericanTheohg'calfibraryAsson'ation 57 (2003):1 58.

approaches of Vyhrneister and Hamilton are valid and should be included in
the academic writing process, I will not attempt to critique their approaches
here. Therefore, thls article will focus on the thud aspect of theological
research-theological inquiry as a service to the community of faith.
I will use Albert Borgmann's definition of information to provide a
thematic outline for this article. A functional definition of information, as
articulated by Borgmann,states that "INTELLIGENCE provided,a PERSON
is informed by a SIGN about some THING within a certain CONTEXT."3
When Borgmann's definition is applied to the question of theological inqulry
in the context of academicwriting three questions emerge:What is the THING
that academic theological inquiry is about? What is the SIGN that academic
theological inqulry points toward? and What is the CONTEXT of academic
theological inquiry?
TheologicalInquiry and the Communio ofFaith

What is the "THING" that academic writing along the lines of theological
inqulry is about? To begin, theological inquiry, for the purposes of this article,
refers to the systematic and intentional seeking of a knowledge of God through
the Scriptures, includmg exegesis (the text itself), theology (the themes of
Scripture), church hstory (the cumulative response of the community of faith
to Scripture), and practical theology (the application of Scripture in the life of
the community of faith). Jesus stated: '%ut seek frrst h s kingdom and his
righteousness, and all these things will be given you as well" (Matt 6:33).4Each
person, as an indvidual, is invited to "Come to me" (Matt 11:28). There is no
substitute for this personal experience.
The process of gaining a knowledge of God has been termed "spiritual
formation," an experience of special interest in theological education. This
formation happens in a variety of settings, incluclulg the development and
application of personal spiritual disciplmes in the individual life and in
.~
suggests that academic writing should also be
community w o r ~ h i pHamilton
3AlbertBorgmann, Holding on to Reakp The Nature ofInfomation at the Turn ofthe
Millennium (Chicago:University of Chicago Press, 1999),22,emphasis original. The term
"information" may be understood from a number of perspectives. For example,
information literacy is the defuling pedagogical mission for librarians. Studies on the
history of the book examine the impact of technological advances on the dissemination
of information from the earliest clay tablets to the internet. Philosophers debate the
interaction of inforrnation and knowledge and the mind. Sociologists explore the social
impact of information and the political aspects of information sharing. Composition
teachers focus on disciplinary-discourse formation and rhetoric, preparing novices to
enter the world of scholarly communication. In the midst of this published give and
take, information theorists seek to defme information and to explain how it functions.
4Unless otherwise noted, all biblical references are from the NIV.
'Keith Beasley-Topliffe notes that "Spiritual formation can include all the ways
people seek either to grow toward greater consonance with a religious tradition or to
form others within that tradition. Christian spiritual formation is the conscious effort
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integrated into the process of spiritual formation so that the student views
"theological research as a means for engaging the whole person and insuring
the integration of spiritual formation and knowledge formation components of
the seminary curriculum, as well as enhancing timely completion of projects.
And instead of completing assignments that constitute an alien 'other',
seminarians could pursue cognitively relevant research that would reflect their
path to knowledge as a journey with
Thus, in the context of theological
education, research writing becomes one way among many to "seek fust his
kmgdom and his righteousness." Theological inquiry is, then, based on the
primary text that reveals God-the Scriptures.
Biblical Evidence for the Social Aspect
of Theological Inquiry
Paul's conversion in Acts 9 illustrates the social aspect of information-sharing
in theological inquiry. Saul, who was on his way to Damascus with arrest
warrants for the followers of Jesus, was suddenly confronted with "a light from
heaven." "He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, 'Saul, Saul, why
do you persecute me?' 'Who are you, Lord?' Saul asked. 'I amJesus, whom you
are persecuting,' he replied. 'Now get up and go into the city, and you will be
told what you must do"' (Acts 9:3-6).
That moment of divinely inspired insight altered Saul's perception of what
he was doing. His former zeal was based on his understanding of the law of
God, as he had been educated as a Jew (Acts 223). Supernatural revelation,
however, provided an additional important piece of information: the identity
of Jesus. For everything else he needed to know as a Christian, Saul was sent
to Damascus to be informed by Ananias and the church.'
The blindness Saul experienced as a result of his experience on the road
to Damascus, while physically real, can be understood as a metaphor for his
lack of understanding and his false beliefs about Jesus. While zealous in his
persecution of the followers of Jesus, he fully believed he was doing the right
to mold oneself or others in the traditions of Christian spirituality. Thus Christian
formation can begin with family spirituality and memorization of simple verbal prayers.
Sunday school classes and worship services continue formation through reading and
studying scripture; singing hymns; receiving the sacraments of baptism and Holy
Communion; and joining or hearing prayers of adoration, confession, thanksgiving,
petition, and intercession" ("Formation, Spiritual," The Upper Room Dictionary ofChristian
SpirituaIFomation [Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2003],109-110).
6Hamilton, 157.
'Ellen G. White states: "The marvelous light that illumined the darkness of Saul
was the work of the Lord; but there was also a work that was to be done for him by the
disciples. Christ had performed the work of revelation and conviction; and now the
penitent was in a condition to learn from those whom God had ordained to teach His
truth" (Acts oftbe Aposths in the Prochmaton oftbe Goqel ofJsus Cbrisi wountain View,
CA: Pacific Press, 191I], 121).

thing and honoring God. Saul was spiritually blind. It took the ministry of the
Christian community of faith to restore his sight.
Therefore, just as Saul was sent to the church in Damascus to be informed
about the kingdom of God and God's righteousness, so too the theological
researcher is sent to the community of faith to be instructed. In the context of
academic writing, the community of faith includes the written documents of the
historic church. Throughout history sincere Christians have struggled to apply
the Scriptures in their personal lives and in their communities and to
subsequently record their thoughts and experiences. As Chris Amstrong
summarizes: "All of the 'saints' worth reading share this: they followed their
Lord, offered up their gifts, and tried to discern their paths-right in the very
midst of all that was good, bad, and ugly in their surrounding cultures."' The
information these writings provide can be useful in theological inquiry, either
by enhancing the understanding or by clarifpg understandtng through the
study of differing perspectives.
In addtion, the Scriptures warn of error and heresy in the community of
faith (2 Pet 2:l). Being able to differentiate between truth and error is critical
for theological inquq. This &stinction can be worked out through ddogue
with other thought leaders, whether from the past or present, using the medurn
of the written word. While individually the limitations of being human may lead
to incomplete or incorrect conclusions, corporately the combined efforts of
many can lead to a greater appreciation of truth.
The Seventh-day Adventist Perspective for the
Social Aspect of Theological I n q u q
Theological inquiry from the Seventh-dayAdventist perspective is informed by
the "Great Controversy" theme9and the belief in the imminent return of Jesus.
These themes require an intentional emphasis on the Scriptures as the primary
source of information about God. As Fernando Canale affrrs: ''In the church
to think is to do theology. In Adventism, 'to do theology' is not to understand
tradition and beliefs of the church or our own personal faith, but instead, to
understand biblical revelation. This is the real basis for our identity as a
people."'0 Thus, whde a researcher may narrowly analyze and evaluate any
word of Scripture or any written text in the history of God's people, the "Great
Controversy" theme and the second coming of Christ should permeate the
'Chris Armstrong, "Grateful to the Dead: The Diary of a Christian History
Professor #2: 'All Things to All Men' or 'Be Ye Separate'?' Christian History and
Biography, October, 2005, <www.christianitytoday.com/history/
newsletter/2005/oct27.html>.
The great controversy theme refers to the cosmic struggle between good and evil
through all ages until Christ's Second Coming, at which time sin and evil will be
destroyed.
"Fernando Canale, "Thinking Biblically and the Pastoral Ministry," Re~ctions:A
BRZ Newdeffer, October 2005,3.
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entire process of theological inquq.
Canale concludes that "Adventist pastors may choose to face the
complexities of ministry not from the dictates of contemporary culture or
evangelical tradition but from the dictates of eternal truth as revealed in
Scripture. By realizing that the central responsibility of ministry is to help
people to 'thtnk in the light of Scripture,' Adventist pastors will become truly
ministers of the power of God. This trend will not only increase biblical literacy
and develop a healthy sense of identity, but also unify the church in its message
and mission.""
Canale's conclusion was arrived at in conversation within the Adventist
community of faith, which is seeking first the kingdom of heaven and which
is in dialogue with many in the larger community of faith. The abihty to clarify
this emphasis on Scripture and establish it as a marker of Seventh-day
Adventist identity assumes knowledge of a broad spectrum of theological
writings. Identity is acheved as much by contrasting characteristics as by
comparing them.
From Information to Knowledge
One further distinction needs to be made concerning theologcal inquiry.
Collectinginformation in and of itself is not enough. Information must be used
to build knowledge. Often, the terms "information" and "knowledge" are used
synonymously,but, for the purposes of this discussion,John Seely Brown and
Paul Duguid's distinctions between "information" and "knowledge" are useful:
First, knowledge usually entails a knower. That is, where people treat
information as independent and more-or-less self-sufficient, they seem more
inclined to associate knowledge with someone. . . . Second, given this
personal attachment, knowledge appears harder to detach than information.
People treat information as a self-contained substance. It is something
people pick up, possess, pass around, put in a database, lose, find, write
down, accumulate, count, compare, and so forth. Knowledge, by contrast,
doesn't take as kindly to ideas of shipping, receiving, and quantification. It
is hard to pick up and hard to transfer. . . . Third, one reason knowledge may
be so hard to give and receive is that knowledge seems more by way of
assimilation. Knowledge is something we digest rather than merely hold. It
entails the knower's understanding and some degree of commitment. Thus
while one often has conflicting information, he or she will not usually have
conflicting knowledge.''

This pattern of assimilation and commitment is dustrated in the story of
Saul's conversion: "Placing his hands on Saul, he [Ananias] said, 'Brother Saul,
the Lord-Jesus, who appeared to you on the road as you were coming
here-has sent me so that you may see again and be fdled with the Holy Spirit.'
Immediately sometlung like scales fell from Saul's eyes, and he could see again.
"Ibid., 4.
'7ohn Seely Brown and Paul Duguid, The Socia/Life 0fI.foomation (Boston: Harvard
Business School Press, 2002), 119-120.

He got up and was baptized, and after talung some food, he regained his
strength" (Acts 9:17-19). Ananias, as a representative of the community of
faith, spoke and acted for God. Saul's experience on the road-a
him with new information. Saul accepted that new
schema-provided
information as truth and the scales fell from h s eyes, thereby transitioning him
from spiritual darkness to light. The geography of his mind was transformed.
The first action Saul took following his conversion was to express his
commitment to this new knowledge through baptism. He then regained h s
strength by eating, which can be understood as being metaphorically suggestive
of the process of internalizing, cbgesting, and assirmlating truth.
Scholarshp and academic writing as a form of theological inquiry can thus
be understood as a personal fulfillment of the command of Jesus to seek furst
the kmgdom of heaven and, as such, the writer should "be transformed by the
renewing of the mind" (Rom 12:2). Scholarship is an active engagement in the
community of faith, past and present, for the purpose of contributing to the
collective knowledge and community experience of God. Such communityoriented scholarship is less likely to generate error and heresy because it is open
to criticism and correction. From this perspective, it is hoped that student
writers can appreciate research assignments in theologd education as
opportunities for both spiritual growth and ministry.
The Signs and Symbols ofthe Community ofFaith

What is the "SIGN" that academic theological inquiry points toward? In the
broadest context, signs that inform are everywhere.Words, hgulstic units, are
one form of sign that represent meaning. The primary source for transmitting
information about God is the Scriptures, whch are a symbolic coding of truth
consisting of letters formed into words and words combined to make sentences
for the purpose of expressing ideas. The cumulative expression of words and
their meaningful use is language. Information transmission is thus a function
of language.
Biblical Evidence: The Tower of Babel
The power of language is illustrated in the biblical account of Babel (Gen 11:19). Rather than spreading out and inhabitingthe earth as God had commanded,
the people chose to stay together. To defy God, they decided to build a tower
that would reach .to heaven and there they would make a name for themselves
(v. 4). "But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower that the men
were building. The Lord said, 'If as one people speaking the same language they
have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for
them. Come, let us go down and confuse their language so they d l not
understand each other" (w. 6-7). It took the confusing of the language to
disperse the people. United under one language, anything they planned would
be possible. Their power lay in the ability to share information as a society.
Douglas S. Robertson illustrates this principle by describing levels of

.
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cidzation based on their ability to store and handle information:The frrst level
of civilization relied only on spoken language. Information was stored in the
mind of the individual and was shared once at a time in a nonfixed form to
those who were close enough to hear. Second, the invention of writing, though
lunited due to the laborious process of copying, allowed for information to be
stored on documents that others could consult, The copies could be altered
either through human error or through intentional enhancements, thus no two
copies were exactly the same. Third, with the invention of the printing press,
a renaissance occurred, in whch information could be stored in a futed format
and distributed broadly, with access made simultaneously available to a much
larger audience. It is this broad access to information that has made possible
the technologcal and intellectualadvances of contemporary society. Fourth, the
information explosion caused by the printing revolution is predictive of a new
and much larger information explosion due to the computer's abhty to store
and disseminate information, which, in turn, will impact and change society in
as yet unknown ways.13
The social crisis at Babel did not happen, however, because of
technologcal breakdowns in the storage and retrieval of information. It can be
inferred that attempts to communicate continued, just as before God
intervened. The problem came because the people could not "understand each
other" (v. 7).
Communication theoristshave worked through the quantification and speed
of information flow, includrng the formulation of mathematical formulas. But, as
Fred I. Dreske points out, regardless of how much c o d c a t i o n takes place,
unless there is understanding and unless the equation includes meaning, it does
Both the sender and the receiver must equallyunderstand
not serve any p~rpose.'~
the "signs" or "symbols." l h s shared ability was no longer functional in Babel.
The differentiation of languages made communication impossible.
Interpretation and Translation of Signs
Bible translations illustrate the challenge of interpreting and translating signs.
Simply substitutingwords from one language to another is not adequate.Alister
E. McGrath describes particular problems the translators of the King James
Version faced with the Hebrew Bible because they lacked a knowledge of
Hebrew idioms and unique words. As a result, in several passages the
translators' efforts do not make sense.15
Recent efforts to translate the Bible into. non-European languages face
equally daunting challenges. David J. Clark uses the experience of the Bible
13DouglasS. Robertson, The New Renaissance: Conputers and the Next Level of
Ciyi6xation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998),20-24.
14Fred I. Dretske, Knowhdge and the Flow of Infomation,' David Hume Series
(Stanford: CSLI, 1999),40-41.
"Alister E. McGrath, In the Beginning: The Story ofthe King James Bible and How It
Changed a Nation, a Language, and a Culture (New York: Anchor Books, 2002), 230-234.

Society in translating the Bible into Kalmyk and Yakut, languages of Siberia:
"Translation problems can be usefully considered in two general categories,
linguistic and culture . . . [and in] an area where they intertwine, namely the
translation of figurative lang~age."'~
After providing a number of examples,
Clark concludes:
Enough has been said to demonstrate that translating the Bible is very much
more than transferring the words of one language into another. Language
and culture are intimately connected, and a culture is deeply influenced by
the ecological environment and philosophicalworldview of its members. The
result is that far from being a mechanical task that could be taken over by a
machine, the translation of the Bible requires a deep understanding of and
empathy with both the source language and culture and the receptor
language and culture. It will continue to demand the hrghest level of slull,
creativity, discipline, and commitment on the part of its practitioners."

Disciphary Discourse
The storage and sharing of information within a specific discipline follows a
s d a r pattern. Eric Sheppard and Trevor Barnes define "disciplinary
discourse" as "a network of concepts, statements, and practices that produce
a distinct body of knowledge. A disciplinary discourse, for example, would
include speciahzed vocabularies, conceptual and theoretical frameworks,
diagrams, variables, and even tables of
As an academic discipline,
theological inquiry has these elements and can be described as having both a
language and a culture. Academic writing in theology should follow the
conventions and patterns, the "signs," of the I s c i p h e as a component of
credibility. Just as the context and the audience should inform the shape of the
sermon, so should these also inform academic written work.
Disciphary discourse has a functionalvalue. Carefulparticipationminimizes
the impact of extraneous cultural diversity or ambivalences in community
knowledge budding. Steve Fuller explains that while some scholars tend
to suppose that all scientists experience the same kinds of ambivalence, a
finer-grained analysis of the concept might reveal that each discipline has a
characteristicway of resolving its ambivalences, which, in turn, become the
basis on which its cognitive status is evaluated by other disciplines and the
public at large. This thesis of Disapknaty Ambivahce may be illustrated by
considering the multiple dnguistic functions performed by the discourses of
disciplines. Our model, adapted from Popper, specifies four such functions,
each associated with a virtue of disciplinary discourse.
I6DavidJ. Clark, "Minority Language Biblical Translation Work in Russia, Then
and Now," in Sowing the Word The Cultural Inpact of the British and Foreign Bible Socie4,
1804-2004, ed. Stephen Bataldan, Kathleen Cann, and John Dean (Sheffield: Sheffield
Phoenix Press, 2004), 255.
"Ibid., 233.
"Eric Sheppard and Trevor Barnes, A Conpanion to Economic Geography (Oxford:
Blackwell, 2000), 13.
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(j) The virtue of signahkg is efficiency. A discipline aims to convey the most
(new) information per unit of discourse expended.
Q The virtue of eq%wing is surveyability. A discipline aims to make each
step of its reasoning evident in its discourse.
(lThe
) virtue of a!esmmbing
is accuracy. A discipline aims to maximize the total
amount of truth conveyed in its discourse.
(m) The virtue of nitin'@ng is precision. A discipline aims to maximize the
total amount of error eliminated from its discourse.19
These four functions of disciphary discourse contribute to the
community of faith's abfity to build a knowledge of God. Through the careful
adherence to the norms of the discourse, academic writers provide texts that
readers can understand efficientlyand effectively. Unlike the builders at Babel,
it becomes possible to work together because the same language is spoken and
the objective of increasing the community's knowledge of God is acheved.
Fuller's proposal brings us back to Jesus as the c'Word." T h s symbol is a
metaphor for the incarnation because it embeds Jesus in both language and
culture; he is the "Sign" through whom humanity is informed about God. And
just as words have been used to preserve information about God in a written,
fixed form that has been shared by a community of faith, so also the 'Word"
is ftxed, permanent, unchanging, and is known and shared by a community of
faith unbounded by time or culture.

The Roh ofSchokarsh$ in the Commtlnip ofFaitb
What is the "CONTEXT" of academic theological inquiry? A common
perception about scholarship is that the scholar is devoted to writing books and
articles on esoteric subjects. For the most part, he or she works alone, relying
on written rather than verbal communication. For the uninitiated, much of
what is produced seems almost impossible to understand. Thus it may appear
that the scholar is an elitist who is set apart from society at large and, while
interactingwith other scholars, speaks what may seem like a dfferent language.
Granted, the scholar engaged in theological inquiry may examine texts or
topics in detail, framing his or her findings by efficiently using disciplinary
drscourse. But seeking the kingdom of heaven and acceptingJesus as the Word
takes place in a context-the community of faith.Just as scholarship in general
does not become recogntzed as such until the results or &dings of the inquiries
are published and scholarly peers recognize them as valid, so also in the
community of faith. Scholarshp in theologicalinquiry implies communication.
As Patrick Granfield states: "Christianity is a religon of c~rnmunication."~~
Granfield defines communication"as the transmission and interchange of
information, as the way we share ideas, feelings, experiences, attitudes, and
I9SteveFuller, S o d Epistemology, 2d ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2002), 201.
*'Patrick Granfield, "The Theology of Church and Communication,"in The Chrch
and Communication, ed. Patrick Granfield (Kansas City: Sheed & Ward, 1994), 1.

values with other^."^' T h s definition implies what he calls the "forum model,"
whch "holds that there is a dynamic relationship between sender and receiver.
The receiver actively participates in this dialogic exchange on the basis of
experience, understanding, and interpretations. Receiving involves active and
creative dialogue by which the message is re-created and interpreted by the
receiver."22Thus, for Granfield, "the Church is a group of communicating
persons, a network of meaning and values, where continual and multiple
interactions take place."23
Following Granfield's model, the scholar listens to the message of God
through the voices of the church in the past and present, is transformed both
intellectually and spiritually by the message through the processes of interpretation
and assidation, and then shares the enriched message with others using
appropriate methods and conventions of communication.The never-encycle
continues as the receiver of the message from the scholar is also transformed by
the message and, in turn,passes it on to new receivers. Thus the truth of God's
revelation in Jesus is handed down from generation to generation throughout
time, with each new generation experiencing the transforming power of the
gospel as they struggle to understand and apply the message in their new setting.
The role of scholarship is that of a servant of the community of faith and scholars
who emulate the Spirit of Jesus best serve truth.
Biblical Evidence: An Application of
Communication Theory
The Gospels record an incident that relates to Granfield's theory of
communication. Human institutions, such as the university and the church,
reward the most effective scholars with respect and recognition. Career
opportunities are often governed by the objective evaluation of scholarly
productivity. In Matt 20:20-28, when the sons of Zebedee asked a favor-to
be granted the top positions in the kingdom-from Jesus through their mother,
the other disciples became indignant.Jesus replied: 'You know the rulers of the
Gentdes lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them.
Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be
your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave-just as the Son
of Man &d not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life a ransom
for many" (Matt 20:35-38).
Gerald Gerbrandt clarifies the role of scholar/servant: "Scholars in their
scholarship serve the church as they fulfill their unique mandate of being the
critical thinkers of the herrneneutical community. On the one side, the mandate
of the scholars should be clear; on the other side, they do it not as those who
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have the final say or as individuals but as part of a ~ornrnunity."~~
This mandate
to serve the church through critical thinking suggests that "all aspects of
life-the assumptions and traditions of society, the faith and traditions of the
church, as well as the customs and 'givens' of the university-must be put
under the microscope. Faculty at our church institutions thus must ask difficult
and uncomfortable questions, not became tbq have a right orfreedom to do so, bat
From this perspective, success as
becawe it ZJ their responsibihy and as~&nment."~~
a scholar is not measured merely by productivity and recogrution, but by
faithfulness to a calling and to the furthering of the mission of the church.
FollowingJesus, the scholars in theological inquiry seek not to be served, but
to serve and to gwe their lives for the church.
Purposes of Scholarship
One way to clarify the role of scholarship in the community of faith is to define
its purposes. Calvin College has done this in their mission statement:
Conservingscholarshippromotes understandingof the various Christian traditions
in order to provide the Christian community with the integrity, vision, and
wisdom needed both to frame and to energize its ongoing work. . . .
Tranffoorming scholarshipmay establish Christian criteria for knowledge or for
its application, or may implement those criteria in a particular field in such
a way as to challenge the wisdom prevailing there or to show the critical,
redemptive, or reconciling power of the Christian faith. . . .
Enriching scholarship brings the insights or methods of the arts and sciences
to bear on Christian thought and the understanding of creation and culture.
Such scholarship can enhance appreciation for God's creation and human
experience, expand the fund of human knowledge and wisdom, help
Christians engage in proper self-criticism or self-understanding, and enrich
the testimony of the Christian message.26

Indtvidual scholarly projects in theological inquiry can fulfill any of these
purposes. The purpose and function are determined by the nature of the
inquiry and the audience for which the findings are prepared. Academic writing
presupposes certain expectations concerningsubjectmatter, research methods,
and audience (in this case, professional peers). However, permeating the
research process is the awareness that the scholar is a servant of the community
of faith and is seeking to contribute to the mission of the church. Thus the
context of scholarship in theological inquiry is the community of faith.

While Borgmann's defirution of knowledge may be useful for discussion
purposes, the elements are not dtscrete. Discussion of the message includes
24GeraldGerbrandt, "Scholars as Servants of the Church," Direction 33/2 (2004): 139.
251bid.,136, emphasis otigmal.
26ExpandedStatement of Mission: Part 11: C. The Mission of Calvin College in
Scholarship <www.calvin.edu/ admin/provost/mission/part2c.htm>.

considering the sources that have been preserved, interpreted, and applied
w i t h a community of faith. Academic research seeks this knowledge through
a better understanding of the Scriptures, the Word incarnate, and through the
collective experience of the community of faith throughout time as preserved
in written records. Thus the knowledge of the kingdom of heaven is made
known through the Scriptures,as mediated through communicationwithin the
community of faith. It is in conversation with the hstoric community of faith
that information about God is shared. The systematic and intentional research
of scholars fulfills an important function within the church by dunking critically
about the community's knowledge of God. This role is an essential ministry
that will enable the community to build knowledge and to grow spiritually.
Discussions of scholarly discoursein composition stuQes and information
and communication theory emphasize the role of the community in forming
and understanding the signs used to share information. Epistemology reminds
us that information must be transformed into knowledge. This applies both to
individuals and communities. Finally,in theologcal inquiry, God is at the center
of the process, from message to sign to community. The transformation w i t h
the scholar and the community from having information about God to
knowing God requires the power of the Holy Spirit. Through the Holy Spirit,
God is an active participant in all theologcal inquiry.
Academic scholarshp, then, can be viewed as a calling to a ministry of
transforming information that d edify the community of faith. InQvidual
assignments and projects may not appear in and of themselves to contribute
much to this vision; however, the cumulative effect of individual and corporate
scholarshp within the community of faith d lead to a better and richer
knowledge of God and his purpose for his people. Research-methodspedagogy
and academic-writing assignments, whch lead the student to discover truth
(what the student knows), are also meaningful for the student's spiritual
formation (what the student becomes). Thus academic writing assignments
prepare the student to do, thereby aidulg hun or her in a ministry of corporate
knowledge budding and communication that edifies the community of faith.

